Abstract: Japan in the late 19th century centralized its institutions, including education, in order to catch up with the Western industrialized nations. However, in the late 20th century, in order to maintain its competitive edge as a world leader in the economic globalization process, the national leadership instituted a series of reforms to deregulate and decentralize the educational system. The objective is to provide sufficient flexibility and local control at the school level that creativity, individual initiative, and the spirit of entrepreneurship will become part of the teaching/learning process for each new generation of Japanese students. However, it is difficult to change the mindset of those who deal with reform. It is odd that deregulation and decentralization have been implemented in a uniform manner by conveying the orders of governments.
Past and Present System of Japanese Education
In order to build a strong and unified country that could first catch up with and then cope and compete with the advanced Western nations, in the late 19th century the Japanese State centralized all its institutions, including the military, police, and education. In 1872, when the first modern education law was enforced, the State made decisions concerning the goals and subject matter of education, textbooks, and the status of teachers and students. Providing for the facilities, school equipment and financial support was relegated to municipalities, but under the supervision of the national government.
Following the end of World War II, educational reform was based upon a report by the First American Mission on Education. This report criticized the Japanese centralized system of education and recommended the American model of decentralized school districts and schools with considerable local level independence that facilitated community participation. Consistent with the new constitutional guarantees of local self-government, the Board of Education Law of 1948 provided that education is a matter to be dealt with by local governments. the centralized control of educational administration by the national government was no longer legitimate, and its functions were organized around instruction and advice based upon specialized knowledge and skills. Local educational administration was distinguished from other aspects of local public administration. Local boards of education were created as administrative councils that were intended to exert certain independence and initiative. The Minister of Education and local boards of education were to be equals and not function in a master-servant relationship.
However, this decentralization reform, which ran counter to the Japanese tradition of centralized organization and management, was implemented by the dictates of an occupying military force and not by the initiative of the Japanese nation. Therefore, it violated the principles of democracy and liberty (Sugihara, 1998) . The system imposed by the occupation failed for various political reasons, such conflict between conservative and radical factions in Japan, the cold war struggles, and the underdevelopment of democracy as a form of governance at all levels. Over the years, as the occupation came to an end, the new system kept being modified, and a major change came in 1956 with the revision of the Board of Education Law. The recentralization began in earnest when the national government reestablished control over the schools through the prefectures and municipalities. Also, the National Courses of Study came to be strictly followed as a standard throughout the country, and the hierarchy where the national government controls schools through prefectures and municipalities has been maintained (Wakai, 1996) .
The Formal School System
In order to establish a frame of reference, some basic facts of the Japanese educational system might be useful. Following World War II, Japan adopted a 6-3-3-4 single-track school system throughout the country. Table 1 shows several key indicators.
<Table 1>
Six years in elementary school and three years in lower secondary school are compulsory.
There is no selection procedure for these public schools, and students may attend private schools outside of their neighborhoods. Upper secondary schools have a full-day course for three years, a day/ evening course, and a correspondence course both for three years or more. The courses are further classified into general and specialized courses, such as agriculture, industry, commerce, homemaking, and others. In May 1998, 74% of all upper secondary school students were enrolled in general courses. In addition to these courses, a comprehensive course was introduced in 1994. Admission to the individual specialized schools is usually granted on the basis of credentials from the lower secondary schools and an entrance examination. In April 1999, a unified six-year system combining lower secondary education and upper secondary education was selectively initiated.
There are three types of institutions of higher education: universities, junior colleges and colleges of technology. Universities offer undergraduate courses and may set up graduate courses. Undergraduate courses leading to the bachelor's degree last 4 years, except for medical and dental courses which last 6 years. Graduate courses include master's degree courses (standard duration is two years) and doctor's degree course (standard duration is five years).
Junior colleges offer two-or three-year education. Colleges of technology require the completion of the lower secondary course for admission, and offer five-year courses for the training of technicians.
Universities and junior colleges select their students on the basis of an entrance examination and credentials from upper secondary schools. As for all national and local public universities and some of private universities, the "NCUEE (the National Center for University Entrance Examination) Examination", a unified examination designed to assess the basic knowledge of the applicants, is taken as the first of a two-stage entrance examination system. The second stage is a test given by the individual institutions themselves.
Trends in Educational Expenditures
National and local governments (prefectures and municipalities) provide funding for education. Each level of government supports its own educational activities with taxes and other income. In 1996, the national and local governments spent 5.7% of the national income and 15.2% of total public expenditures on education. Due primarily to the decline in student populations, and consequently the number of teachers, the percentage distribution of public expenditure for education by the national government which was 46.7% in 1985 had reduced to 44.1% by 1996.
The expenditure for elementary and lower secondary schools, in other words compulsory education, constituted about half (44.2% in 1996) of the total public expenditure on education, reflecting the fact that priority has been given to compulsory education. The educational policy has been to supplement part of education with private schools. Since private schools tend to exist in higher education, the ratio of the public educational expenditure on higher education to the total public expenditure on education was a low 14.6% in 1996 (Monbusho, 2000, P.47) .
Present State of Educational Administration
The organization and management structures of the educational institutions are as follows (Monbusho, 2000, pp.26-33) . The popularly elected National Diet designates the Prime National, prefectural and municipal educational agencies are formally independent of each other. However, the Minister of Education offers guidance, advice and assistance to local boards of education, and prefectural boards of education carry out similar functions in relation to municipal boards of education. The guidance, advice, and assistance of higher level agencies tend to be taken as orders to follow by lower level agencies. Consequently, through informal Aadvice@ from the top, the administrative structure tends to operate as a centralized system. Private schools are not under the jurisdiction of the municipal authorities but are supervised by the prefectural governors. Prefectural governors have the power to approve the establishment or closing of private schools and to collect necessary information.
Higher education
The establishment of a university, junior college or college of technology requires the approval of the Minister of Education who acts on recommendations from the Council for University Chartering. Educational expenditures for operating national and local public institutions of higher education are mainly supplied from national and local governments.
Revenue from entrance examination fees, entrance fees, tuition fees, etc. in national and local public institutions are generally credited to the governments concerned, and not to individual institutions. In private institutions, student fees and private funds available to the school constitute the main financial resources.
Deregulation and Decentralization of Elementary and Secondary Education
In the 1980s, powerful economic networks in Japan began to press for a series of educational reforms. The main issue was that the educational system designed after World War II was effective in helping Japan catch up with the advanced countries, but it was not suited for developing personnel with the intellectual creativity necessary to make the country a world leader. These economic networks criticized the educational institutions asserting that they are closed, overly standardized, and lack a spirit of internationalism.
Another factor driving the reform process was the declining birthrate, a fact that was clear to everyone. The elementary school enrollment in 1998 was only 64 percent of the peak year in 1981, and the decline is projected to continue. In addition, the number of children who go to juku (cram schools) following the regular school day continues to increase every year illustrating a growing distrust in public education.
In response to growing pressures for reform, The National Council on Educational Reform was organized in 1984, and it reported directly to the Prime Minister. Not unlike the ANation at Risk Report@ published in the United States in 1983, the Council created a sensation by issuing a report that forcefully asserted the necessity for liberalizing education in Japan.
However, the education networks were comfortable with the old style and were slow to respond.
Nevertheless, over time the changes that took place were in line with the policies presented in the report.
The Council emphasized deregulation of administrative processes and advocated the liberalization of education. The promotion of decentralization, reconsideration of the roles of the national and local governments, revitalization of boards of education, enrichment of the opportunity to select schools, and reconsideration of school districts were recommendations made before the Council was dissolved in 1987 (NIER, 1988) . Consequently, the reform process emphasizing the need for deregulation and decentralization launched an educational liberalization movement in Japan.
New Liberalization in Nationwide Administrative Reform
The 1990s saw a series of reports that have been moving the educational system into an era of new liberalization. An illustration of one of these reports was produced in 1998 by the Central Council for Education and was entitled, APolicies on the Educational Administration of Local Governments.@ The report, which was developed as a response to an inquiry made by the Minister of Education in 1997, consists of the four chapters which redefine the educational roles of the government and boards of education, the enhancement of autonomy and initiative by schools, and the strengthening of community participation in educational activities.
This report clarifies the role of the national government and recommends that the Monbusho limit its practice of giving detailed Aadvice@ to lower levels as well as minimize the participation by the national and prefectural governments in the activities of municipalities and schools. The following are the major proposals intended to improve the current system. Abolish the appointment-approval system of superintendents: Currently, the practice is for the lower organizations informally to consult upper organizational levels regarding a nominee for superintendent before an appointment is made. If the informal response is negative, political conflict is avoided by not making the appointment. The new liberalization emphasizes the need to eliminate this informal centralized approach to such appointments and argues for a new system where the superintendent is approved by the local assembly.
Reconsider requirements for school principals and vice-principals: The leadership and the management skills of school principals and vice-principals are indispensable, but the current requirements for those position are very strict making it difficult to find qualified person. These requirements need to be modified. The current requirements for principal are holding teacher certificate and having more than 5 years educational experiences. In addition, the requirements for teacher certificate should be relaxed so that the board of education can appoint adequate persons as it deems appropriate.
Clarify the function of staff meetings: In some schools, staff meetings function as decision-making bodies because of a historical practice under a strong teachers' union movement. Under the new liberalization, the school principals could exercise their individual leadership and not be controlled by the staff. The objective of staff meetings should be to enhance communication, mutual understanding, and exchange of ideas among teachers on school policy, educational objectives, educational plans, and measures to cope with educational problems. These activities would enable the school principal to perform his/her tasks in a smooth manner.
Establish a school board with community participation: The principal should make important decisions with community participation. In order for public schools to gain the trust of parents and other members of the surrounding community, it is necessary for the schools to be accessible to them more than ever. In this sense, a school board where the members of the community are invited to participate should be created.
Establish local standards for class size: In Japan, the standard class size of 40 students per elementary and lower secondary school classrooms has been set by the government to identify the number of teachers needed and in determining the amount of the financial education subsidy. However, because the number of students is declining, and because some areas are more thinly populated than others, greater flexibility in establishing class sizes according to local circumstances in specific communities should be possible.
Create a special system for part-time teachers: The requirements for obtaining a teaching certificate are rather severe. For example, to obtain the 1st class Elementary School Teacher Certificate, students are required, in addition to the completion of a bachelor=s degree course, to acquire 41 credits for specialized subjects (teaching method etc.), 8 credits for teaching subjects, 10 credits for specialized or teaching subjects, and to work for seven days as care givers in special education schools and/ or social welfare facilities. However, the Aintegrated study@, which will be fully introduced in the new curriculum, needs to find many temporary (special part-time) teachers from their communities. The liberalization policy states that a school which is open to society should be able to create and authorize teaching opportunities for individuals with special knowledge and skills.
Distinguish instructions and orders from guidance and advice: There is a tendency for schools to treat whatever governments say as an order. Schools thinks that it is safer to follows whatever governments suggest if they are to avoid possible accusations and unfavorable treatment by them in future. Under the new liberalization, it becomes necessary to distinguish instructions and orders which schools must obey from guidance and advice that are merely clarifying responsibilities concerning school management tasks.
Thus, the report by the Central Council for Education is centered around concepts such as decentralization of educational administration, the enhancement of individual initiative, the independence of school actions, and the participation in school administration by the members of community. The Council also recommended the introduction of a system of school choice. In April of 2000, the Shinagawa Board of Education introduced the school choice system for elementary schools and will expand it to lower secondary schools. Other boards of education are preparing to follow the practice beginning in 2001. What all these system changes have in common is the major trend toward deregulation and administrative reform.
The New Flexible School Curriculum
In Japan, it is compulsory for all schools, including private one, to follow specific courses of study. The contents and the time length are defined clearly, so there is little room for schools to design their own curriculum relevant to their communities. New Courses of Study for kindergartens, elementary, and lower secondary schools were introduced in 1998, and for upper secondary schools 1999. The New Courses of Study are to be fully implemented at all levels by 2003. This approach to education allows schools to design more than 10 percent of the total teaching time and is intended to provide much needed academic flexibility at the local level.
An important part of this new approach is a course entitled Aintegrated study.@ This course permits each school to exercise flexibility in terms of the length of class time, the number of hours devoted to creative teaching/learning activities, the arrangement of instructional content among several grades, and the introduction of school-based subjects at the upper secondary level. Thus, with this new flexibility comes the opportunity to introduce new instructional methods and content.
The Aintegrated study@ is new and unique in Japan. Nothing is written on its contents in the New Courses of Study because the educators themselves should develop everything by themselves at the local level. However, trying to introduce creative thinking among teachers and students where it has never been is proving to be no easy tasks. Local boards of education and schools sent so many requests to the Monbusho for guidebooks with examples that such a publication was developed and distributed in 2000. In fact, it became a best seller. As the Monbusho feared, the guidebook on creativity became a virtual course on Aintegrated study.@
Deregulation of Higher Education
Following World War II, Japan developed an approach to education almost unique in the industrialized world. Because of an increasing number of applicants, most of the universities and colleges were able to recruit sufficient new students without special efforts. The students typically selected universities and colleges based on their national reputations and ratings rather than the curriculum they offered. Consequently, the great challenge for high school students is passing the entrance exam at a level that permits them to get into the high status university of their choice. This challenge calls for high school students to spend long hours in regular schools and then Acram schools@ in order to prepare for the university entrance exams.
Once admitted to higher education, students tend to enjoy their campus lives rather than studying hard. Graduation became automatic in many universities and colleges, especially in the field of humanities and social sciences. Until the 1990s, the economic situation had been good and graduates had little difficulty finding jobs. Unlike most industrialized nations, Japanese companies relied on their own in-house training programs for new hires and did not care what students learned at universities and colleges.
However, in the 1990s dramatic changes began to take place in Japan and reforming the system of higher education was seen as a necessity. Some of the reasons follow.
Globalization in the information age: In the 1990's, out of a fear of a trend that students were losing interest in science, emphasis was given to science and engineering and forming creative graduates capable of coping with international competition. Universities are now expected to promote academic excellence and the development of professional workers in order maintain a competitive edge and lead the world in this age of information and globalization.
Diversification of academic interests:
The ratio of secondary school graduates who go on to pursue higher education has been on the increase, and in the near future it will be possible for anyone to study at a university if only he/she is not selective about which to attend. The declining birthrate will require each university to attract students by featuring courses reflecting its unique characteristics as well as to promote student flexibility to cope with changes in society.
Promotion of life-long education and a university open to the community: As technological development progresses, the speed at which knowledge and skills become obsolete increases. Consequently, it is necessary for workers to continue to upgrade their professional knowledge and skills. In Japan today, universities are expected not only to motivate people to receive life-long education, but also as the place to deliver that education.
Curriculum reform: The Standard for the Establishment of Universities sets out the general standards for the subject matters of university education. Before the revision of 1991, it was required that a student must earn 36 credits in general education courses in three areas of humanities, social studies, and natural science, 8 credits in foreign languages, 4 credits in health and physical education, and 76 credits in courses in a specialized field.
To offer courses required by the standard, the universities had to secure teaching staff for each course depending on the number of the students. Each university organized courses and instructors separately for general education and for specialized education. The instructors also tended to be placed in separate faculties or departments. Thus, there was not a favorable tie between the general education and specialized education curriculums. Furthermore, the general education programs were criticized for causing students to lose interest in these subjects because the some material had already been taught at the high school level.
General education tended to be considered as preparation for specialized education, and the allocation of research funds was different for professors in both areas. These factors caused conflict between the professors in the department of general education and those in the departments of specialized studies.
The revision of the Standard for the Establishment of Universities in 1991 was very influential in the revision of the standard curriculum. Although there was no change in the total number of credits necessary to graduate (124 credits), the distinction between general education and specialized education was abolished and it became up to the discretion of universities to design their own curriculum. With this freedom to open the curriculum, universities can now design academic programs most suited to the ability, aptitude and needs of their students.. Similar freedom has been given to junior colleges and colleges of technology.
Some universities used this new freedom to abolish their departments of general education and create new departments by utilizing the newly available manpower, facilities, and equipment. These newly created departments tend to interdisciplinary reflecting the diversification in academic studies and the changes in society and economic activities. Many of these new departments have in their names key words, such as: human, information, environment, international, development, or comprehensive. Now that it is up to the discretion of universities to design their own curriculum, some aim at producing cultured persons by putting emphasis on general education subjects similar to liberal arts colleges in the United States. In contrast, some other universities now emphasize specialized education or practical education with the objective of producing professionals with practical skills and knowledge.
Another major change is that traditionally the credits earned at universities and other schools were not convertible. However, the revision of the standards made the convertibility of credits between universities and professional training colleges possible in some instances, such as giving credits in English to those who passed the exam on the English Proficiency Test. Such treatments lower the hedge between universities and other types of educational institutions.
Additional measures to promote mutual recognition of credits have been implemented.
For example, since 1997 students of public or private universities earning credits at national universities do not have to pay tuition to the national universities due to the burden of having to pay the tuition was a hindrance to the mutual recognition of credits between national, public and private institutions. The 1999 University Council report recommended that up to 60 credits, which is half of the total number of credits necessary for graduation, can be earned at institutions other than the university from which a student intends to graduate.
Deregulation breeds competition. The report by the University Council of October 1998 has a subtitle, "To be Distinctive Universities in a Competitive Environment". The report recommended the establishment of an evaluating body consisting of a third party, and the redefinition of national universities as independent administrative entities. The issue of turning national universities into legal entities has been deliberated by the National Council on Educational Reform (Ichikawa, 1988) , and it is likely to be realized in the future. Council for Education are not ideal, the concept that schools should be directed by local government initiatives, and that members of communities should be active participants, represent significant changes in Japanese tradition (Kumagai, 1999) .
The board of education has been organized as an agency of a representative system which is independent of the head of the municipality and prefecture so as to maintain the neutral nature of educational administration and the sense of continuity. The board is responsible for the administration of the schools within a corresponding municipality and a prefecture as well as implementing policies in various fields related to education. Efforts are underway to enrich the functions of the board of education so that municipalities and prefecture can take responsibility in implementing policies reflecting their own unique social and economic characteristics. The quality of superintendent is also an important issue. Even though it is not necessary to require a license, as it was under the old law, training and education should be provided to improve administrative skills. Currently a superintendent of municipal board of education is chosen among the board members by mayor, and a superintendent of prefectural board of education is appointed by governor.
Key Problems Remaining to be Resolved
The current reform is intended to provide for considerable independence of schools and school administration by transferring extensive authority over schools to principals and viceprincipals. However, some questions exists as to whether the principals can carry out such nontraditional tasks. In order to improve the administrative capacity of school leaders, it is necessary to offer training to members of the board of education, principals and vice-principals. Also, principals are being transferred to schools on a short time basis, and such a practice makes it difficult for them to take leadership at schools. Choosing principals from younger teachers and the time that a principal serves at each school may be essential to making the new changes possible.
As deregulation progresses, educational gaps between regions and schools will widen.
Local standards on class sizes have been made possible, but changes from the national standard must be financially supported by municipalities because there is no subsidy from the national government for this purpose. Also, if school choice becomes widely accepted throughout the nation, maintaining equal opportunity and fairness for all students will be a challenge. No doubt difficulties will emerge in trying to resolve the old problems of harmonizing the traditional organization, structure, and content of education with the new and emerging forms of diversified education based on varying degrees of local control. An interesting issue exists regarding which administrative units should be taking the initiative in driving the various reforms now taking place in Japan. In elementary, lower secondary, and upper secondary education, it is hard to deny that the national government is now taking the initiative. Schools and boards of education are doing their best in trying to understand the reports and new expectations from the government and councils. It is odd that deregulation and decentralization, which call for initiative at the grass root level, have been implemented in a uniform manner from the top by conveying orders to educators at lower levels. An interesting dichotomy exists because while schools have more discretion due to deregulation, they are also subject to sanctions if they fail to follow the guidelines set forth by the government.
Consequently, there are many cases where deregulation simply breeds new regulations intended to direct the process of deregulation (Kubota, 1994) .
In Japan, changing the mind set of those who deal with reform is difficult. There are many policies that could be implemented at the levels of boards of education or principals had these administrators not been afraid to stand out and be different from the rest. Rather, there is a strong tendency to wait for instructions from upper organizational levels. Even though the government gives authority to individuals, whether they exercise their rights depends largely on the individuals themselves. Many educators utilize instructions and opinions from higher level organizations as an excuse for not assuming responsibility while at the same time criticizing their superiors for being authoritative. There are also people who would like to take some form of independent action with the authority that they have been given, but lack the necessary training. Interestingly enough, it is possible that the Japanese system of education faces the paradox of becoming uniform more than ever as the control by the national government decreases.
How to more effectively facilitate community participation in education is still an unresolved issue. While parents of students can participate in the administration of schools through the school board system, whether or not a particular school even has a school board is up to the discretion of principal. Thus, finding the appropriate mechanism to transfer some measure of authority to parents has not been identified in a satisfactory manner.
In sum, the tradition of a standardized educational system with centralized control is proving difficult to change in Japan, Nevertheless, reforms have been introduced in recent years and among them are efforts to introduce creativity, diversity, and flexibility through decentralization and deregulation in an effort to give Japan a competitive edge in the globalization process. 
